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It surely was a coincidence that the opening of a two-day international seminar on "Security in South Asia in the non-traditional spheres and human security" in Islamabad on Tuesday was preceded by the air strike on a Bajaur seminary on Monday. But it served as a suitable backdrop to an appraisal of the human condition in our remarkably unfortunate region. And it concentrated the minds of the participants. 

Since there has already been wide coverage of the seminar in our media, particularly because it was inaugurated by President General Pervez Musharraf, I need not go over its main themes and the gist of its deliberations. There were repeated references to the ideas and utterances of Mahbub ul Haq, who had designed in 1994 the UNDP's Human Development Index. The seminar was organised by the Institute of Regional Studies (IRS), headed by Maj-gen (r) Jamshed Ayaz Khan. 

Normally conferences, seminars and workshops that are held in Islamabad with some official patronage are wishy-washy affairs that are not intended for the edification of the participants. But to talk seriously about the human dimension of our otherwise dubious sense of national development was a welcome opportunity and I found the experience of attending it as a panellist quite gratifying. Truly rewarding was casual interaction with so many foreign and national scholars and experts on the sidelines of the formal proceedings. 

Now, the alarming state of our human development has been present to our social activists and independent development practitioners for a very long time. But their protestations have generally not influenced the decision-making process of an establishment that seems to be obsessed with its tunnel view of what national security actually means and how it can be preserved. I kept thinking about the usefulness of the IRS seminar in the present circumstances when every hint that the establishment would rethink its policies has turned out to be an illusion. 

Still, one feels that constant reminders of the urgency of attending sincerely to our social predicament may ultimately oblige the establishment to change its national security policies. Or is this a mere delusion because of the vested interests of the rulers? One silver lining is that almost all of them who retire from high positions in the civil or military bureaucracy suddenly begin to realise the waywardness of the official policies. In fact, I have got the impression during my recent visits to Islamabad that even those who are in the service of the establishment are painfully aware of what can only be described as the loss of a national sense of direction. 

Does this mean that the primacy of human development is an idea whose time has come? I am not sure. I was there when the president made his speech and it is instructive that his remarks about Bajaur, something that was not directly related to the subject at hand, became the obvious lead of news bulletins that day and newspapers the next morning. He insisted that all those who had died in the attack -- more than 80 -- were militants and those who were disputing this were lying. 

Of course, he also underlined the theme of the seminar but he simultaneously emphasised the traditional sphere of security and spoke about reinforcement in the weapon systems for the defence of the country. There was also that ritualistic reference to the "core issue". Indeed, this reference reverberated in some other speeches in the context of peace in the region that would finally allow the two nuclear neighbours in South Asia to attend wholeheartedly to social and human development. This incongruity, alas, has survived for nearly sixty years. Meanwhile, the multitudes in our countries have helplessly remained imprisoned in the darkness of poverty and all forms of social injustice. 

It was in early 1997 -- more than nine years ago -- that Mahbubul Haq compiled his first study on Human Development in South Asia after establishing his Human Development Centre in Islamabad, an institution that now bears his name. It was an eye-opener and demonstrated, with statistics, that South Asia was the most deprived region in the world. It was a rude shock to know that South Asia had slipped behind all other regions of the world in its human development levels. 

Since then, there have been many more reports and research-based studies on the state of affairs in this region in areas like education, health, poverty, disparity in incomes, status of women, human rights, law and order and provision of basic necessities to the people. But the overall situation has remained the same, with some marginal improvements here and there. Let us see if India can break out of this South Asian bondage without forsaking its own national security perceptions. 

I hesitate to talk about the session on education, health and gender issues in which I made a presentation on the crisis of our youth because there was so much more to the seminar in terms of its scope. The non-traditional spheres of security would naturally also include such subjects as water, energy, environment and human trafficking. A number of experts from other countries, including from India, were there to share their views. 

Let me only point out that I used a Musharraf quotation to frame my remarks: if the extremists win in their struggle with the moderates, "the Quaid-e-Azam's Pakistan will be no more". There is a very large painting of the Quaid above the podium of the National Library where the seminar was held. He is shown seated on his desk in his western attire. I concluded my remarks by praying that no harm would come to that painting. 

A soul-destroying thought it is but the moderates do not seem to be winning. The present drift is alarming and the policies of our rulers are to be blamed for this. They refuse to accept that the "core issue" of Pakistan is the empowerment and well-being of its people. At the same time that they talk about the root causes of extremism and terrorism, their own policies do not adequately deal with social, economic and educational deprivations of the people. 

I surveyed this scene from the point of view of the young who constitute about a third of the country's threateningly huge population. Even the very tiny minority that has excess to higher education is unable to exercise the freedoms that are associated with youth, including in the academic sense. I have mentioned this before but as The Economist said, the Quaid-e-Azam University in Islamabad has three mosques and no bookshop. At one end of the spectrum, there is the fear of the fanatics. At the other, the fear of the government. There is little solace in knowing that human development essentially is freedom from want, and freedom from fear. 
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